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Important Information

ENGLISH 503:  
 The Adolescent in Film 
 (Topics in Children’s Literature) 
Professor: Dr. Angel Daniel Matos 
Email: amatos@sdsu.edu  
Twitter: @ProfAngelMatos 
Office: Arts and Letters - 217 
Phone: (619) 594-5442 
Office Hours: Tuesdays and  
 Wednesdays by appointment. 

Disclaimer: The films we will 
examine in this course depict events 
and experiences that may be 
disturbing or offensive to some, 
including but not limited to: death, 
sex, gore, violence, suicide, and 
sexual assault. If you expect the 
course material to be emotionally 
challenging, you may talk to me 
about any concerns that you have 
before enrolling in this class. You 
may also meet with me during office 
hours to discuss any reaction that 
you had to any film or text. If the this 
content will make you unable to 
participate in discussions or engage 
comfortably with the course films, 
you may want to reconsider 
enrolling in this course. 

Why has the teen become such a prominent and celebrated figure 
in cinema from the mid-twentieth century onward? How does the 
figure of the adolescent reflect and mobilize different social and 
cultural concerns? Do teen films represent adolescence as a 
developmental period full of potential and promise, or as a phase 
that people must overcome? In this course, we will examine 
representations of adolescence in cinema from the 1980s to the 
present in order to address these (and other) questions. We will pay 
close attention to how understandings of adolescence have shifted 
over the decades, how adolescent thought and experience is 
visually aestheticized, and how teen representation is inflected by 
domains of identity such as gender, sexuality, race, ability, and class. 
We will also scrutinize the different stereotypes and social groups 
that have been represented in teen films, and develop a rigorous 
understanding of the different subgenres of teen cinema that have 
emerged over the decades, including the teen romance film, the 
teen comedy, the slasher film, and the high school film. We will 
conclude the course with an examination of film adaptations of 
young adult novels, and think carefully about the relationship 
between these adaptations and their source texts.  

Course Objectives

• Develop a foundational understanding of the major historical, 
cultural, and aesthetic developments that have affected teen 
representation in cinema from the 1980s onward.  

• Examine the narrative, visual, aural, and symbolic conventions that 
films implement to convey adolescent thought and experience.  

• Determine how intersectional approaches to gender and 
sexuality affect our interpretations of teen films. 

• Develop the tools, methodologies, and frameworks necessary to 
conduct sophisticated analyses of teen films.  
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Scene Analyses: You will develop a series of 
argumentative analyses in which you examine a scene 
from one of the films discussed in class. This analyses will 
require you to draw from secondary readings that were 
assigned to you and concepts introduced in class. 
Broadly speaking, you will implement frameworks to 
make a case for what a scene is trying to accomplish, and 
how the scene connects to a broader theme/message 
mobilized by the film. 

Multimedia Project:  You will have three options for this 
project: a) an argumentative essay; b) a podcast analysis; 
or c) a video essay. Regardless of what option you 
choose, you will develop an argumentative discussion 
which focuses on a specific element present in one of the 
films discussed in class. For the podcast analysis or the 
video essay, you will have the option of working either 
individually or in groups of up to four people. All projects 
will be showcased during the last days of class. 

Course Reflection: On the day the final exam is 
scheduled, you will be required to turn in a 4-5-page 
discussion in which you address the following question: 
What do I think I know about teen cinema now? You will 
be required to consult and cite course films (both 
assigned and optional), secondary readings, and your 
class notes for this assignment. This will be your chance 
to think carefully about the knowledge and frameworks 
that you’ve acquired throughout the semester.  

Class Tweets: You are required to have an active Twitter 
account for this course (you can use an existing account 
or an account created specifically for this course). At least 
once a week, you must share a thought, question, or 
impression that you had when engaging with the primary 
course readings. Your tweets must be posted no later 
than the night before our class takes place. You most 
certainly may post more than one tweet per week! In 
addition to posting tweets, I highly encourage thoughtful 
commentary and responses to ideas or questions that 
your classmates have posted. Feel free to be as fun, 
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Course Texts, Films, and Readings

Make sure to purchase a 
copy of the following text 
book in any format that 
you prefer (paperback, 
ebook, etc.) 

• Shary, Timothy. 
Generation Multiplex: 
The Image of Youth in 
American Cinema 
since 1980. 2nd 
Edition. University of 
Texas Press, 2014.  

Films: You are required to purchase, view, and examine 
all assigned films and media prior to our class sessions. 
You will have the option of purchasing, renting, or 
streaming films online using services such as Amazon, 
iTunes, Netflix, or HULU. Another option would be to 
purchase or rent films on BluRay or DVD.  

• A Nightmare on Elm Street (Craven 1984)  
• But I’m a Cheerleader (Babbit 1999) 
• Dope (Famuyiwa 2015)   
• Heathers (Lehmann 1988) 
• It Follows (Mitchell 2014) 
• Love, Simon (Berlanti 2018) 
• The Breakfast Club (Hughes 1985) 
• The Craft (Fleming 1996) 
• The Perks of Being a Wallflower (Chbosky 2012) 
• Twilight (Hardwicke 2008) 
• The Way He Looks (Ribeiro 2014) 
• Were the World Mine (Gustafson 2008) 

Secondary Readings: In addition to selected chapters in 
the course textbook, films will be paired with articles, 
think-pieces, and criticism from various fields of study, 
including gender studies, queer theory, film studies, affect 
theory, and critical race theory. All of these readings will 
be uploaded to Blackboard. At times, some of these 
secondary readings can be quite dense and difficult. If 
you are having difficulties with these readings, please visit 
me during office hours. 

Technology in the Classroom: Laptops and tablets are 
allowed in the classroom as long as they don’t interfere 
with your participation and engagement in class.  

Evaluation Components and Policies 
Here is a list of the projects, tasks, and expectations 
that you must complete in order to pass this course. 
None of these requirements are negotiable unless 
you have special accommodations for this course.



creative, serious, and/or imaginative as you want to be with these tweets (I 
particularly encourage the use of GIFs and memes). I simply want all of us 
to engage with the course films prior to meeting in the classroom, and I 
want to get a better sense of who you are. Your tweets will also shape the 
conversations we will have in class. My twitter handle is: @ProfAngelMatos. 
Please follow my account, and note that you are free to unfollow me once 
final grades are submitted. Mark all of your course tweets with 
#teenfilmSDSU. 

Class Performance: This class will be driven by collaborative discussions 
and workshops. As a student in this class, you will be responsible for: a) 
Sharing your thoughts and interpretations of course films and readings; b) 
Asking and answering questions that will generate effective critical 
discussions; and c) Selecting and highlighting scenes that you would like 
to discuss in class. Class participation is crucial, especially in discussion-
based courses such as this one. If you are uncomfortable speaking in class, 
please meet with me so I can help you to develop strategies on how to 
effectively participate in class conversations. Last but not least, your 
attendance will also affect your class performance grade. If you have 
1-2 unexcused absences during the semester, you will receive no penalties 
towards this grade. For each additional absence over the second, you will 
receive a full grade deduction from your class performance grade. 
Students with 6 or more absences will receive a zero (0) in this component. 
In the case of a prolonged illness or issue, please contact me as soon as 
possible via email.  

Grading Scale 
A = 100-95%	     	     A- = 94-90%		       B+ = 89-87% 
B = 86-83%	 	     B- = 82-80%		       C+ = 79-77% 
C = 76-73%	 	     C- = 72-70%		       D = 69-60% 

Please note that a course grade of  A is only given to students who 
demonstrate outstanding achievement in their work and class 
performance. If  your work and performance are not outstanding, 
innovative, creative, and rigorous, do not expect this grade. 
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Course Policies 

Academic Honesty 

The intentional, uncredited use of 
another person’s work is a serious 
academic offense that won’t be 
taken lightly in this course. If I 
determine that you plagiarized any 
of the work that you turn in for this 
class, you will automatically receive 
an F for that assignment and you will 
be reported to the Campus Judicial 
Affairs Office. Further action may be 
taken depending on the severity of 
the case. For more information on 
this matter, please click here. 

Assignments 

Assignments must be turned in by 
the established due date and in the 
requested format. In terms of late 
assignments, one letter grade will be 
deducted for every day of lateness, 
including weekends. If you need an 
extension for an assignment, you 
must contact me at least two days 
before the established deadline and 
have a valid justification for the 
extension request.  

Respect & Open-Mindedness 

Controversial and charged topics 
will be discussed throughout the 
semester. I expect you to approach 
every topic discussed in class with 
sensibility and open-mindedness. I 
expect you to respect everyone in 
the classroom at all times.  

Disability Services 

If you are a student with a disability 
and you need accommodations for 
this class, please contact Student 
Disability Services (SDS) at (619) 
594-6473 or visit SDS in Calpulli 
Center, Suite3101 as soon as 
possible. Note that accommodations 
are not retroactive, and they cannot 
be provided until you present a 
letter from SDS. 

Evaluation Component Points

Scene Analyses (2 in total) 200 (20%)

Multimedia Project 400 (40%)

Course Reflection 100 (10%)

Class Tweets 100 (10%)

Class Performance 200 (20%)

TOTAL: 1,000 (100%)
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Unit I: Angst, Cliques, and Stereotypes - The High School Film

John Hughes’ 
The Breakfast Club (1985)

Michael Lehmann's 
Heathers (1988)

Rick Famuyiwa’s 
Dope (2015)

Description 

The introductory unit in this course will center on films set in high schools. In 
addition to providing an introduction to the study of teen cinema, this unit 
will primarily focus on classic teen films that were released in the 1980s. We 
will examine the conventions and tropes present in high school films, paying 
close attention to how they reinforce or dismantle our understanding of 
stereotypes, cliques, and mainstream culture. We will also compare classic 
high school films with a contemporary film in order to determine points of 
continuity or departure present throughout the genre’s development. 

Optional Films
• Amy Heckerling’s Clueless (1995) 
• Mark Water’s Mean Girls (2004) 
• Will Gluck’s Easy A (2010)

DETAILED SCHEDULE

Tuesday, August 28 Course introduction | Short film: Snakebite (Hyten 2016)

Thursday, August 30 Overview of teen representation in pre-1980s cinema 
Read: Shary “Introduction” (pp. 1-28)

Tuesday, September 4 Hughes’ The Breakfast Club (I) 
Read: Shary “Youth in School” (pp. 29-36)

Thursday, September 6
Hughes’ The Breakfast Club (II) 
Read: Anthony C. Bleach’s “Postfeminist Cliques? Class, Postfeminism, and 
the Molly Ringwald - John Hughes Films” (Online)

Tuesday, September 11
Lehmann’s Heathers (I) 
Read: Catherine Driscoll’s “Teen Types and Stereotypes” in Teen Film: A 
Critical Introduction (pp. 83-100)

Thursday, September  13 Lehmann’s Heathers (II) 
Read: Emma Jones’ “Is Heathers Too Shocking for 2018?”

Tuesday, September 18 Famuyiwa’s Dope (I) 
Read: Shary “Transforming the Nerd” (pp. 36-50)

Thursday, September 20
Famuyiwa’s Dope (II) 
Read: David E. James and Marika Piday-Warren’s “Race and Place: 
Hollywood’s Vision of Urban Youth in Los Angeles Film”
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Unit II: “I’m a homosexual!” - Queer Teen Cinema

Jamie Babbit’s 
But I’m a Cheerleader (1999)

Tom Gustafson’s 
Were the World Mine (2008)

Daniel Ribeiro’s 
The Way He Looks (2014)

Description 

The second unit in our course will center on films that represent queer teen 
experience. We will begin with Babbit’s lesbian classic But I’m a Cheerleader, 
paying close attention to how the film uses camp aesthetic conventions to 
deliver a harsh and comedic critique of heteronormative culture. We will 
continue our examination of camp aesthetics in our analysis of Were the 
World Mine, a queer adaptation of Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream. Lastly, we will examine queer representation in the Brazilian teen film, 
The Way He Looks in order to scrutinize how the film uses visual techniques 
to explore the intersection of queerness and disability. 

Optional Films

• David Moreton’s Edge of Seventeen (1999) 
• Dee Rees’ Pariah (2011) 
• Stephen Dunn’s Closet Monster (2016) 
• Papu Curotto’s Esteros (2016) 
• Desiree Akhavan’s The Miseducation of Cameron Post (2018)

DETAILED SCHEDULE

Tuesday, September 25 Babbit’s But I’m a Cheerleader (I) 
Read: Shary “Being Queer” (pp. 266-278)

Thursday, September 27
Babbit’s But I’m a Cheerleader (II) 
Read: Susan Driver’s “Girls Looking at Girls Looking for Girls: The Visual 
Pleasures and Social Empowerment of Queer Teen Romance Flicks” (Online)

Tuesday, October 2 Gustafson’s Were the World Mine (I) 
Read: Richard Dyer’s “It’s Being So Camp as Keeps Us Going” (Online)

Thursday, October 4

Gustafson’s Were the World Mine (II) 
Read: Gilad Padva’s “Uses of Nostalgia in Musical Politicization of Homo/
Phobic Myths in Were the World Mine, The Big Gay Musical, and Zero 
Patience” (Online)

Tuesday, October 9 Ribeiro’s The Way He Looks (I)

Thursday, October 11

Ribeiro’s The Way He Looks (II) 
Read: Hannah Mueller’s “Adolescent Same-Sex Romance and Non-Traditional 
Masculinity in Hoje Eu Quero Voltar Sozinho and Do Começo ao 
Fim.” (Online)
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Unit III: “Never Sleep Again” - Gender and Sexuality in Teen Horror Films

Wes Craven’s  
Nightmare on Elm Street (1984)

Andrew Fleming’s  
The Craft (1996)

David Robert Mitchell’s  
It Follows (2014)

Description 

Many horror films center on adolescent experience, which is unsurprising 
given the genre’s focus on matters of gender, sexuality, and morality. In this 
unit, we will examine three different horror films that mobilize notions of 
gender and sexuality in different ways and through different visual and 
narrative techniques. First, we will examine a slasher film—a quintessential 
subgenre of teen horror that has evolved significantly over time. We will then 
examine a supernatural film that takes place in a high school setting. Lastly, 
we will examine a horror film released in our contemporary (allegedly post-
modern) moment, paying close attention to the film’s metatextual 
commentary and its take on adolescent sexuality, growth, and development.

Optional Films

• Gene Fowler Jr.’s I Was a Teenage Werewolf (1957) 
• Brian De Palma’s Carrie (1976) 
• Wes Craven’s Scream (1996) 
• Andy Muschietti’s It (2017)

DETAILED SCHEDULE

Tuesday, October 16 Craven’s Nightmare on Elm Street (I) 
Read: Shary “The Youth Horror Film” (pp. 160-186)

Thursday, October 18
Craven’s Nightmare on Elm Street (II) 
Read: Jay Daniel Thompson and Erin Reardon’s “ ‘Mommy Killed Him’: 
Gender, Family, and History in A Nightmare on Elm Street” (Online)

Tuesday, October 23 Fleming’s The Craft (I) 
Read: Shary “Supernatural Movies” (pp. 187-220)

Thursday, October 25
Fleming’s The Craft (II) 
Read: Rachel Moseley’s “Glamorous Witchcraft: Gender and Magic in Teen 
Film and Television” (Online)

Tuesday, October 30 Mitchell’s It Follows (I) 
Watch: Digging Deeper’s “It Follows: The American Nightmare” (Online)

Thursday, November 1
Mitchell’s It Follows (II) 
Read: David Church’s “Queer Ethics, Urban Spaces, and the Horrors of 
Monogamy in It Follows” (Online)
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Unit IV: “We Are Infinite” - Young Adult Novels and Film Adaptation

Catherine Hardwicke’s  
Twilight (2008)

Stephen Chbosky’s The Perks of Being a 
Wallflower (2012)

Greg Berlanti’s  
Love, Simon (2018)

Description 

The final unit in this course will focus on the recent phenomenon of young 
adult novel adaptations. We will explore why there has been a growing 
fascination with these adaptations, and what makes them fail or succeed as 
standalone films. Furthermore, we will carefully read scenes from the source 
novels to understand how they were transmuted into a visual format. 

Optional Films • Gary Ross’ The Hunger Games (2012) 
• Josh Boone’s The Fault in Our Stars (2012)

DETAILED SCHEDULE

Tuesday, November 6 Hardwicke’s Twilight (I) 
Read: Excerpts from Stephenie Meyer’s Twilight (Online)

Thursday, November 8 Hardwicke’s Twilight (II) 
Read: Elissa H. Nelson’s “The New Old Face of a Genre” (Blackboard)

Tuesday, November 13 Chbosky’s The Perks of Being a Wallflower (I) 
Read: Shary “Youth Romance” (pp. 221-243)

Thursday, November 15 Chbosky’s The Perks of Being a Wallflower (II) 
Excerpts from Stephen Chbosky’s The Perks of Being a Wallflower (Online)

Tuesday, November 20 Berlanti’s Love, Simon (I) 
Excerpts from Becky Albertalli’s Simon Vs. the Homo Sapiens Agenda (Online)

Thursday, November 22 NO CLASS | Thanksgiving Break

Tuesday, November 27 Berlanti’s Love, Simon (II)

Thursday, November 29 NO CLASS | Professor is at a conference

Tuesday, December 4 MULTIMEDIA PROJECT SHOWCASE (Day one) 
Read: Shary “Youth Cinema into a New Century” (pp. 294-302)

Thursday, December 6 MULTIMEDIA PROJECT SHOWCASE (Day two)

Tuesday, December 11 MULTIMEDIA PROJECT SHOWCASE (Day three) 
Last day of class
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